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Critical thinking is evaluating evidence or data and discerning thoroughly about a process either to make a change or come to a conclusion (Chatfield 2018). This is often used to improve customer experience as well as relationships. Most products that we use and love must have been produced via critical thinking of the consumers and how to optimise its use of that product. i.e. An apple phone has different applications practical to day to day life.  Consciously or unconsciously, people begin to relay on the product or patronise them more, the company has succeeded in forming a relationship.

A customer is someone that uses or buys a product that serves a purpose to him or her (Buttle et al 2003). We are customers one way or the other as due to products that we use to aid our living. A customer can also be referred to as a consumer. As a customer, when we walk into a store or an organisation we directly or indirectly experience something which we can either classify as positive or negative. I remember walking into a grocery one wanting to buy just bananas. The banana aisle was empty but there were unpacked sealed stacked up boxes of bananas that was taller than me so I couldn’t reach. I saw a staff attendant piling up the salad aisle just across so I asked if she could help me reach the bananas; she abruptly said that I had to wait for 20mins as she was very busy. I left the store without the bananas I went there for; to me that is my experience of that store. I certainly didn’t feel encouraged to return to that store after that. I was quite reluctant to patronise that store initially, it almost felt like my reluctance was confirmed.



I would define customer experience as the intellectual and sentimental outcome of the customers’ contact to, or interaction with, a company’s individuals, procedures, machineries, produces, services and other outputs (Buttle et al 2003). Understanding customer experience is valuable to the success of an organisation. These days companies are all about enhancing this i.e. I noticed that most Iceland store are ongoing renovation in-terms of how the store looks on the inside, rebranding and so on. All of these is to enhance customer experience. Whether or not, this is effective is another issue entirely. McDonald’s is another example as most stores look different now with tablets for children to play with, charging points and self-service order points. 


Case study

A small restaurant chain is training all their staff in regard to customer service and relations as it has been a while since all staff have been trained. Due to a couple of complaints from customers as well as slow decline in profits. The manager noticed that the complaints were more over the weekend as quality of food / service was mostly complained about. The weekend manager has been asked to improve these ratings designing a programme that is suitable for the staff in terms of effective customer experience.


Using the case study above, I will look at customer relationship management, benefits of nurturing and managing customer relationships. I will discuss the understanding and engaging in customer experience. I will discuss the importance of quality system and controls and its effect on customer experience. I will demonstrate that critical evaluation of benefits and difficulties of developing and sustaining relationship with customers. I will also provide recommendation for improvement.


The restaurant described above is busy African/continental restaurant that has three other branches across London. Although they are not big in comparison to perhaps the larger chains, they are a thriving business and quite popular. Their busiest time are usually evening and most weekends where majority of their profit is made.


A relationship involves contact over time; this involves communication between a customer, company and its product for the duration of their relationship is termed as an experience (Buttle et al 2003). This can be either be positive or negative. My brief example above is termed as a negative customer experience. However, can one contact be described as a customer experience. I would say yes due to that adage that states that ‘first impression last longer’.

Relationships is built up over a period of time between a customer and a supplier. If I went to a shop to buy a hair straightener and left, I would not call it a relationship. However, if I went there frequently as a known customer, we are then developing a relationship. Every event would comprise of a series of interactions; action and response. All of these episodes involve communication which means that each party has to be aware of their range of communicative behaviours as it has an effect on the value of that relationship (Buttle et al 2003).

Having an understanding of the customer relationship management is crucial to understanding and improving customer experience. According to the saying that change is constant, relationships transform over a period of time. It varies substantially and develops depending on how many episode and interactions have taken place (Buttle et al 2003). According to Dwyer, there are five general points via which a customer-supplier relationship can change namely awareness, exploration, expansion, commitment and dissolution (Buttle et al 2003).


Awareness is when individuals on both sides find out about each other i.e. when I learn of a product perhaps via advertisement or recommendation. In my scenario, individual knowing that there is particular restaurant somewhere and they might want to visit the place (Buttle et al 2003). Exploration occurs when the customer decides to test or try out the other parties’ competences and presentation or vice versa. The restaurant manager tried to explain that to the staff that some customers are at that stage and due to the type of negative service they have received, they terminate the relationship and do not move on to the next stage. However, for some people who have had positive experiences, it can move on the next stage. This buttress the sub-processes of the exploration stage; attraction, communication and negotiating (Buttle et al 2003). Expansion is when the customer starts to patronise the other party more frequently and there is growing reliance on each other. This is when development of trust starts to take place (Buttle et al 2003). Commitment happens when both parties have an understanding with each other and reciprocated roles and goals. An example of this is like having a contract phone or a TV monthly package that is a commitment between both parties, customers pays for a service and he/she gets an agreed service. Dissolution happens when trust has been breached, this could be a mutual dissolution or one sides if the other party feels that he or she Is not getting what was promised or there isn’t value for money any more (Buttle et al 2003). However, dissolution of relationships may be costly hence customers/consumers wait out the life span of that relationship reluctantly i.e. phone contracts, loans or finance arrangement hence satisfaction and commitment are not the same (Buttle et al 2003).


Trust is very crucial to the forming of a relationship as well as managing a successful customer-supplier relationship (Buttle et al 2003). The development or nurturing of trust in building a relationship has long term benefits and investments. It is crucial to think about the long-term value of a customer relationship rather than taking a short cut for a one-time profit. Trust is seen as the adhesive that binds a relationship over a period of time and over transactions. (Buttle et al 2003). It enables commitment for a significant long-term relationship between a customer and a consumer. This needed to be instilled in the weekend staff of the restaurant. 



The importance of understanding customer experience cannot be overemphasized in business and has an impact on the loyalty of the customer. As soon as an individual step into a place, unconsciously or unconsciously an experience starts to happen. A customer not only interacts with individuals within the organisation, but with the systems and everything in place (Buttle et al 2003). An example is that most grocery stores have self-check out tills and sometimes people get stuck because they are not working well and not enough staffs are around to attend to people, customers get worked up as some might be in a hurry and so on. This is why the definition of customer experience says that it is an interaction of all within that company and its systems (Buttle et al 2003). A total customer experience either results in a positive or negative review for that company. There is a particular bakery I enjoy going to because of their personal touch and the quality of their bakes. It might be because it is a small family bakery that has remained over the years. Anytime I get the opportunity to speak to someone, I rate them highly hence they have my loyalty. This can be known as positive word of mouth. 

A good customer experience has two outcomes for the company: it can either increase or decrease word of mouth WOM (Buttle et al 2003): in the case of the above bakery it has increased their positive WOM and as I recall I was also referred by someone who had a positive customer experience. A report into the hospitality after a study showed that a higher percentage of people will tell another about a bad or poor service while only a handful will inform the next person or rave about a good experience (Buttle et al 2003). This could be due to the fact that as individuals we pay for a service and instinctively expect to receive a good service for what we are paying so perhaps people do not really feel the need to tell the next person except when asked or when it is exceptional. In the context of these scenario above, people criticizing the weekend service could lead to negative WOM as identified the weekend service as lacking attentiveness, rushed and the quality of food dropped.

According to the layered model of customer experience, its highlights service and product at the centre and experience around it (Buttle et al 2003). The service is categorised into empathy, assurance, responsiveness, reliability and tangibility (Buttle et al 2003).

Responsiveness: Any individual rendering a service has to be attentive and that involves communication either verbal or non-verbal. It is possible to work into a store and ask for assistance, although it is rendered but you feel that it was grudgingly done hence one would say ‘why was he/she acting that way like he/she is angry, meanwhile the assistant has not said that’. This customer has merely read the body language of the staff and made a conclusion even if the demand was met.  This is the responsiveness of the staff. A staff has to be conscious when attending to a customer as they reflect and are ambassadors of the product they are selling. The enthusiasm to help and provide a timely service is crucial and will differ according to the industry or product involved. I went to a store over the weekend and the staff was very helpful with the product wanted and even went to the back to get more not minding the discomfort as the queue was long. I was very impressed. It is crucial to mention that sometimes lack of staff and product availability might affect this. This has to be managed in a positive way if customers’ experience is to be modelled. The restaurant manager found out that staff during the way attended to the customers was better during the week. This could be because it is less busy on a week day.


Reliability: How reliable is the product that I am using. Is it good value for my money? If I buy a product now and it damages, it means it is not reliable. I recall buying a bag that ripped after using it a couple of times. A critical analysis of this could be that if the product purchased was not of good quality, it won’t serve the purpose intended. A £2 shoe and a £40 one will definitely be different, sometimes spending more for value increases reliability however it is understandable that not everyone can afford £40 pair of shoe hence the cheaper version so that every customer can buy according to their financial ability. This is why we have higher end designer products, middle/working class and the lower end. This could be controversial as one could argue that not every product means more money for value as one could get quality at reasonable bargain prices. In my scenario where the product is food, customers expect that the food served in the kitchen is freshly prepared and taste good. The customers expressed that they noticed that during the week, staff produced quality food that tasted fresh however over the weekend, hey felt that the food was rushed and not prepared properly and was often sent to back to the kitchen.


Assurance: I recall buying a pair of trousers from a particular store and I returned it as didn’t want it anymore so I returned it, however the lady at the customer service refused and said I had worn it despite the tag being on. I dropped this product without collecting my money back due to being very furious and walked out of the store. I felt quite angry, complained but didn’t receive any response from the customer service. Assurance is the guarantee that if something is wrong with a product, it could be returned or adequate complain procedures with prompt response or compensation if needed. A downside of this is that a product manufacturer could be reliant on their assurance and not make it quality once as they know they could collect it and make improvement if needed.


Tangibility: As an organisation, adequately trained staff and equipment within to enable a good service to be delivered. When the equipment’s within is not effect, this can slow down productively within an organisation so systems have been reviewed and up to date. Some grocery stores have check out tills that can be tricky to manage and despite them being self-service, one still requires a staff to manoeuvre. One would sometimes ask what’s the point of a self -check out till if I still have to call a staff to help me work it. However, over a period of time, we have all had to adapt and learn how to use it efficiently.  This means that as consumers we have to learn to adapt to new technologies.  The restaurant manager started by looking at the equipment’s to check that everything is in working order and all systems within place i.e. delivery of fresh products before weekend service and so on.


Empathy: Someone informed of a time when she bought a product but forgot it in the store despite paying for it. After she called, someone from the company called and specifically attended to her, found the product and arranged for her to pick it. She felt valued as a customer and was happy. Every customer wants to be listened to irrespective of their differences and social status. It is therefore important that every service is empathetic when relating with customers. It is also crucial for the service to be able to attend to a range of ages and abilities if possible so that their target market is widened.


This buttress the suggestion made by Joseph Pine and James Gilmore that economies move through different stages of development; commodities extraction, good manufacturing, how services are delivered and experiences staging (Buttle et al 2003). This is all related to the experience economy. This was a crucial work as it emphasised the idea that experience has a genuine significance to customers. They explained that things escalate quickly between contenders’ products and the performance of service hence customers make the selections on the whole package of their experience of rifling, obtaining of the products. An example will be that if I was looking into buying a laptop, I would look at the internet, search, compare products as well as price, go into a store and depending on which sales person convinces me before I make a decision. Therefore, it is important for product and services not to get complacent as it is a growing economy (Buttle et al 2003).


Companies want to build relationships with their customers for economic reasons. This is because better outcomes are realised when a company’s customer base is managed appropriately to pinpoint, gain, gratify and maintain customers that frequently bring them profit. These are crucial intentions of customer relationship management (Buttle et al 2003). Having a steady base of customers that have formed relationship with a company and growing it is crucial and delivers better business performance. i.e. when a contract is about to end, most companies will try to retain their customers by offering alternative deals to enable them stay. It is however important to note that not all customers are worth enlisting due to inability to keep their part of the bargain i.e. late payment. Improving customer retention is key to keeping a robust customers base as well as acquiring new one. Customers feel good knowing that the consumers are able to commit to a long-term relationship and this is attraction for ones (Buttle et al 2003).

Improving retention saves the company from spending copious amounts on market recruitment (Buttle et al 2003).  Less money is spent on replacing old ones and the money can be better spent on acquiring new customers and improving services. In the above case study, the restaurant needs to ensure that their customer base don’t get enticed by competitors and will continue to patronise them as keeping steady profit flow.

Having better customer awareness is also key to customer retention as over a period of time, suppliers have an in-depth understanding into what their customer needs and expects from them (Buttle et al 2003). A customer also knows what his or her supplier can do for them so will expect a certain loyalty for more services i.e. discounts, rebates, incentives. All these leads to a certain level of expectation in the customer experience management. i.e. Boots loyalty scheme, Tesco club card and so where customers are rewarded for continuous patronage. These are all way of retention of   customers.


There are few fundamental views that are linked with customer experience management i.e. touchpoints, moment of truths and engagement of a customer (Buttle et al 2003).

Touchpoints can be identified anytime a customer comes into contact with a company’s product or services as well as their systems and methods (Buttle et al 2003). This could be face to face or virtual i.e. social media, website, TV adverts and so on. As the world is becoming increasingly virtual, so are touchpoints. Touchpoints will vary depending on the sector one is dealing with; `an example of a bank touchpoints will be ATM, cashier services, online banking, bank manager, mobile app and so on. In my restaurant scenario, the restaurant manager focused on their touchpoints which was door staff, receptionist, menu, staff attendant, food and so on as a way of managing their experiences more positively.


Moments of truth occur during our exchanges at touchpoints. These are instants when a customer makes an assessment or form conclusions in regard to their experiences (Buttle et al 2003). i.e. when I call my mobile company for internet support, the person I speak to enables me make sense my experience either positive or negative. In the introduction above, the person that asked me to wait as she was busy at the instant and could give me the bananas I needed, that was my moment of truth as this made the experience a negative one. As customers, we unconsciously expect a level of service to be rendered and if this is fallen short off, disappointment will occur. The restaurant manager had to remind the staff that sometime the food might have been good, but delays from the kitchen or a rude staff might have ruined the experience for them so every touchpoint counts.

Customer engagement is a cognitive, emotional, behavioural and social process (Buttle et al 2003). A customer who is engaged is different from one who is only just satisfied at that point in time. A customer who is engaged is in tune with a brand and feels fully connected to them as participates with all their services (Buttle et al 2003). There are company that offer incentives when existing customers refer a new one; an engaged customer will refer someone because she/he is able to sell that company to them. There are some companies that invest in checking how interactive their customers are with using the websites, social media pages, reading updates/newsletters and so on. It is however important not to be repetitive or monotonous as customers can be bored and move on to a more exciting product (Buttle et al 2003). Organisation sometimes have department deals with re-branding and creating an experience for that customer that will positive engagement them and trigger an emotional response whilst meeting the practical need of that person (Buttle et al 2003). It is fair to note that this will differ greatly as communication and interaction with various individual at different stages of touchpoints however as much as possible companies try to be consistent (Buttle et al 2003). This is known as strategic customer relationship management project (Maund 2018). A McDonald store in a specific location changed the layout of the store and have charging points for phones, Wi-Fi, tablets with games for children, the staff would bring the food to the customer if they were eating in rather than taking out. This is a way of creating a whole new level of customer experience especially for a fast-food restaurant.

A number of methods can be utilised in improving an understanding into customer experience, hence managing it in a more positive way therefore producing better experiences i.e. mystery shopping, experience mapping, observation using participants and non –participants (Buttle et al 2003). The restaurant manager utilised two of these methods as a way of improving their customers’ experience. 

Experience mapping: this is a means of attempting to understand, record and improve what occurs at customer touchpoints (Buttle et al 2003). A simple questionnaire was given to customers during service with two questions asking, ‘how they felt the service was’ and ‘what could be done to improve it’. This was particularly good as a common theme was that customers felt that the staff were rushed off their feet hence couldn’t spend more time in interacting and providing a better-quality service.

Participant observations: This is when senior managers within the company join the work force and interact with customers at different touchpoints. This is a way of gaining the experience directly of what working on the frontline is (Buttle et al 2003).  The restaurant manager participated in the weekend shift for a couple of hours and was able to have a better understanding of what his staff were doing and made changes in line with what he experienced.


The restaurant manager decided to do the following as a way of improving customer experience and relations: 
1) The manager decided to run a short training on customer experience. This was a 2hours training with different slides showing and giving examples on relating with a customer especially in the restaurant. Role play was carried out and group discussion held.
2) The manager ensured that it was like a paid shift so that staff could attend. This was held during the week as weekend was impossible to meet for that length of time
3) It was decided that staff will be work for prolonged hours on a weekend as it was realised that due to the very busy schedule, staff were too tired to provide a good service
4) The number of front and kitchen staff was increased in an orderly shift pattern so that everyone feels adequately supported without feeling the need to rush.
5) The manager also checked the suppliers and ensured that the products was quality and thoroughly examined before usage.


Despite these changes, it is crucial to be able to manage the expectation of customers in a realistic way as unrealistic promises could lead to disappointment.  A customer who has had a bad day only needs something little to be tipped over the edge as he or she is already emotionally heightened so sometimes this cannot be avoided however as much as possible, it lies within the organisation and system to produce a good customer experience. It is also important to ensure that the system within the organisation are also checked thoroughly and quality assured critically to enhance customer experience. This will evolve as time changes as well as technologies, systems and demand for products. In order to continue to provide good customer experience, it is important to be aware of factors that continue to influence it as well as learn from mistakes rather than dwelling on them.
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